
Congressional 
Research Service 

Informing the legislative debate since 1914 



Expedited Procedures in the House: 
Variations Enacted into Law 



Christopher M. Davis 

Analyst on Congress and the Legislative Process 
September 16, 2015 



Congressional Research Service 

7-5700 

www.crs.gov 

RL30599 



CRS REPORT 
Prepared for Members and 
Committees of Congress — 



Expedited Procedures in the House: Variations Enacted into Law 



Summary 

Congress enacts expedited, or fast-track, procedures into law when it wants to increase the 
likelihood that one or both houses of Congress will vote in a timely way on a certain measure or 
kind of measure. These procedures are enacted as rule-making provisions of law pursuant to the 
constitutional power of each house to adopt its own rules. The house to which a set of expedited 
procedures applies may act unilaterally to waive, suspend, amend, or repeal them. 

Sets of expedited procedures, as they affect the House of Representatives, can have as many as 
eight components. These components address the definition of the measure to which the 
procedures apply, the measure’s introduction and its referral, its consideration in committee, the 
priority the measure enjoys for House floor consideration, the process of debating and amending 
it on the floor, and coordination with the Senate. 

There are variations with respect to each of these components among the fast-track procedures 
now in force that can affect the legislative process in the House. Some of these variations can 
make it considerably more or less likely that the measures to which these procedures apply can 
progress through most or all stages of the House’s legislative process within the time limits 
specified by law. For example, some expedited procedures place a time limit on House committee 
consideration of any measures subject to those procedures. Such a time limit ensures that the 
measures cannot be kept from the House floor because the committee to which they were referred 
chooses not to report them. Also of particular importance is whether or not fast-track procedures 
permit the measures in question to be amended. Allowing any amendments to be offered to a 
measure creates the possibility of a disagreement with the Senate that can delay or prevent the 
measure’s enactment. 

Most sets of expedited procedures are incomplete in that they do not ensure that, if an eligible 
measure enjoys majority support in both houses, those majorities will be able to move the 
measure through the various stages of the legislative process, in committee and on the floor, and 
present it to the President within the time period permitted by law. However, such incomplete 
procedures are not necessarily defective. The House may deliberately choose to adopt fast-track 
procedures that preserve the usual discretion of its committees as well as the ability of its majority 
party leaders to control the House’s floor agenda. 



Congressional Research Service 



Expedited Procedures in the House: Variations Enacted into Law 



Contents 

The Nature and Effects of Expedited Procedures 1 

Components of Expedited Procedures 2 

Variations Enacted Into Law 2 

Definition 3 

Introduction 4 

Referral 5 

Committee Consideration 5 

Priority for Floor Consideration 7 

House Floor Debate 8 

House Floor Amendments 9 

Coordination with the Senate 10 

Complete and Incomplete Procedures 11 

Contacts 

Author Contact Information 14 

Acknowledgments 14 



Congressional Research Service 



Expedited Procedures in the House: Variations Enacted into Law 



The Nature and Effects of Expedited Procedures 

Expedited parliamentary procedures, also known as “fast-track” procedures, are enacted into law 
to increase the likelihood that one or both houses of Congress will vote in a timely way on a 
certain measure or kind of measure. 

These procedures are enacted into law as what are sometimes called rule-making provisions of 
law. They are given this designation because Congress enacts them pursuant to the constitutional 
authority of each house to write its own rules. Even though expedited procedures are included in 
laws, they have the same force and effect as the standing rules that either house adopts by simple 
House or Senate resolution to govern its own organization and procedure. 1 The house to which a 
set of expedited procedures applies may act unilaterally to waive, suspend, amend, or repeal them 
without the concurrence of the other house or the President. The House of Representatives may 
also agree to a special rule, reported by the House Rules Committee, that supersedes some or all 
of the elements that are included in a set of expedited procedures. 

Most measures that Representatives and Senators introduce every two years do not survive all the 
stages of the legislative process due to lack of time or political support or both. This result is 
generally accepted as an unavoidable and even desirable characteristic of how Congress does its 
business. From time to time, however, Congress has decided in advance that it will be important 
for one or both houses to have an opportunity to act within a limited period of time on a certain 
bill or resolution or on a certain kind of measure. In those cases, Congress has enacted special 
procedures that apply only to those measures and that are intended to put them on a legislative 
fast track — to expedite their progress through some or all of the stages of the legislative process. 2 

These procedures are most likely to be enacted when Congress delegates to the President or 
another executive branch official the authority to issue a regulation or take some other action. As 
part of this delegation of authority, Congress may reserve the right to pass its own judgment on 
the proposed regulation or action by passing a joint resolution to approve or disapprove it before 
it takes effect. To facilitate action on such a joint resolution, Congress may write into law special 
procedures for considering it. However, these special expedited procedures are available only for 
a limited period of time. Thereafter, Congress still can pass a joint resolution of approval or 
disapproval, but it must do so under its regular legislative procedures. 

Well-known examples of fast-track procedures are those appearing in the War Powers Act and the 
Trade Act of 1974, as amended. Congress has also enacted the same kinds of procedures in other 
circumstances in which it chose to decide in advance how it would consider certain measures. A 
good example of this is the expedited procedures in the Congressional Budget Act, as amended, 
that govern House and Senate floor consideration of budget resolutions and reconciliation bills. 

This report focuses on the differences among various sets of expedited procedures that have been 
enacted into law and remain in force. This report is concerned only with fast-track procedures 
affecting the House of Representatives; it does not address such procedures as they affect the 
legislative process in the Senate. 



1 U.S. Congress, House, Constitution, Jefferson ’s Manual and Rules of the House of Representatives , H.Doc. 113-181, 
113 th Cong., 2 nd sess. (Washington: GPO, 2015), §1130, pp. 1127-1304. 

2 These measures are referred to here as eligible measures in that they are eligible for consideration under the expedited 
procedures. 
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Components of Expedited Procedures 

Not all expedited procedures are the same. Some sets of these procedures include provisions on 
certain subjects that other sets of fast-track procedures do not address. Even when different sets of 
expedited procedures address the same subject, they do not always deal with that subject in the 
same way. In some cases, the practical consequences of these differences are minimal. In other 
cases, there are important differences in how much assurance expedited procedures offer 
Members that they will be able to cast timely votes on whether to pass or defeat the measures to 
which those procedures apply. 

Sets of expedited procedures can have as many as eight components addressing the following 
subjects and questions (from the perspective of the House): 

1 . Definition. How does the statute define the measure or measures to which the 
expedited procedures apply? 

2. Introduction. Does the statute provide for automatic, mandatory, or discretionary 
introduction of the measure (or each of the measures) to which the expedited 
procedures apply? 

3. Referral. Does the statute govern referral of each eligible measure to committee? 

4. Committee consideration. Does the statute ensure that the committee to which the 
measure is referred cannot kill it by inaction? 

5. Priority for floor consideration. Does the statute make the measure privileged for 
House floor consideration? 

6. House floor debate. Does the statute impose a time limit on how long the House 
may debate the measure if it is called up for consideration? 

7. House floor amendments. Does the statute bar or restrict floor amendments to the 
measure? 

8. Coordination with the Senate. Does the statute include provisions governing 
House action on a Senate measure that the Senate passes under its corresponding 
expedited procedures? 

There are several different ways in which expedited procedures can address each of these 
questions. Alternatively, fast-track procedures may fail to address one or more of these questions 
in any way. 

Variations Enacted Into Law 

Varieties of expedited procedures that Congress has enacted can be identified by examining those 
provisions that are reprinted in the section of the House Rules and Manual on “Statutory 
Legislative Procedures” 3 This compilation includes, with several exceptions, all fast-track 
procedures affecting the House that have been enacted into law and that remain in force. 4 



3 House Rules and Manual, pp. 1 127-1304. 

4 One exception is the fast-track procedures for acting on budget resolutions and reconciliation bills. These are included 
in a separate compilation of budget process provisions of law that is printed in the immediately preceding section of the 
House Rules and Manual. (However, the provisions of Title X of the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control 
Act on rescissions and deferrals are included among the expedited procedures.) Also, the fast-track procedures of the 
Line Item Veto Act remain in law but are not included in the compilation because the Supreme Court has declared that 
act to be unconstitutional. On the other hand, the compilation reprints the expedited procedures governing plans to 
(continued...) 
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